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North Carolina funding of P-12 education is approaching pre-recession levels of $8.19 billion (FY08) compared with the $8.09 billion in FY15. Because the average daily membership has increased by more than 43,700 students over this period, average funding per student has remained relatively stagnant.
Since 2013 when the state started the phase out of teacher tenure, reduced the 30 year state-funded salary scale to 6 steps, and raised the retirement vesting period to 10 years, it has been widely acknowledged that the salary and benefit structure for North Carolina public school teachers was no longer competitive. To attract early career teachers back to the classroom, in 2014 the retirement vesting period was restored to five years, and there is a current budget item advanced by the Governor, the House and the Senate to raise beginning teachers' (0-4 years) salaries from $33,000 to $35,000. The parties differ on the percentage of increase, if any, for experienced teachers, administrators and central office personnel. Of note has been the continued effort to phase out state-funded teacher assistants. Since 2009, state funding for more than 7,000 teachers assistant salaries has been cut. The House and Senate are divided on this issue resulting in a difference of about $196 million. Further, the absence of a budget so close to school start dates has left districts without direction for staffing classrooms.
Since 2013 when the 100 school cap was removed for charter schools in North Carolina, 158 schools serving over 67,650 students have been granted charters. The majority of these schools are located in urban districts and are funded from the per pupil share of current operating expenditures from their host district. Charter schools do not have access to their district's capital outlay fund. Seven charter schools and 16 parents have filed suit. Their claim asserts that regulations prohibiting counties and local school districts from providing funds for facilities violates the state constitutional right to access "equal opportunity for a sound basic education. " 3 Six months after the 2013 Opportunity Scholarships Act (termed by the Act's opponents as vouchers) that provided up to $4,200 to parents of public school students to enroll their child in a private or parochial school was enacted, a group of 25 plaintiffs sued the state. They alleged that according to the state constitution, public funds must be used exclusively for public schools. The lower court found the law unconstitutional, but upon appeal to the State Supreme Court the lower court's decision was overturned in July 2015 by a 4-3 vote. The ruling opened the door to expansion of the program funding.
issues a ffecting higher education
Enrollment growth for higher education institutions is likely to be funded, but cuts to institutional funding in exchange for "management flexibility" for institutions is on the table. Currently this "flexibility" swap ranges from $36 million to as high as $42 million in funding decreases over the biennium. On the heels of a 15% cap placed into practice in 2014 that restricts the amount of financial aid that can be raised from the tuition paid by other students, both the House and Senate proposals concur with bringing Western Governor's University (a competency-based, accredited, online institution) to North Carolina. The House budget proposes funding low-income students to attend Western Governors University, while the Senate advances matching private funds to set up a North Carolina campus.
Overall budgets at both community colleges and the UNC systems are proposed to be cut. The Senate proposed to raise community college faculty salaries by 2%, whereas the House proposed to raise faculty salaries at four year institutions. Modest tuition increases under 5% were approved for four year institutions by the Board of Governors and community college tuition was slated to increase by 5.5%. In January 2015 the popular President of the University System of North Carolina, Tom Ross, was asked for and submitted his resignation. Ross who had served for four years was a vocal and persuasive advocate for increased funding and academic self-determination for the 17 campus system of four year institutions.
Finally, the $25.5 billion unfunded liability for teachers and state employee retiree health benefits may force the legislature to make changes to the program by requiring retirees to enroll in the federal government's Medicare Advantage program in lieu of the state continuing to fund the program or closing enrollment to it. The savings could rise to $64 billion annually.
